THE SCHOUDLER CRASH

VI

The play had been running for several minutes, The audience's atten-
tion was only disturbed by the whispered excuses of a few latecomers
finding their seats.

Suddenly the curtain fell, and the lights came on in the auditorium
again. A dim, rather funereal light, which fell on the regular alterna- ,
tions of bare shoulders and bald heads, treble pearl necklaces and stiff/
collars.

"Gracious, what's happening?" people asked.

They had seen no actor faint on the stage. Had fire broken out be-
hind the scenes? The more imaginative began to stir and look at the
exits. The more chivalrous, remembering the fires at the Opera and
the Charity Bazaar,, began shouting: "Women first I" The politicians
present immediately thought of assassination.

The velvet curtains parted, and Edouard Wilnen, in a double-breasted
dinner-jacket, came forward on to the proscenium. A deep silence fell
over the great auditorium of the Deux-Villes Theatre.

"Ladies and gentlemen," said Wilner in a voice whose controlled
roar seemed to emerge from caverns of fury, "the actors, having played
the beginning of this act in a tempo totally different from that indicated
by me, will have the honour of beginning it again."

There was relief and astonishment in the auditorium, a few laughs,
and admiration too. Darkness fell once more.

Backstage, Sylvaine, tearful, on the verge of hysterics and supported
by her colleagues, was screaming: "You can't do that! You can't do
that to an actress on the night of the dress rehearsal."

"The dress rehearsal is still work," shouted Wilner.

He tapped his wrist-watch with his finger.

"The curtain's been up ten minutes and you've already lost three
minutes on the text, bunch of swine that you are! At that rate the
play'd last four hours!"

"But I had stage-fright!" groaned Sylvaine.

"I don't care a damn!"

"No, no, no!  I won't go back on to the stage."

She was stamping her foot and shaking her hair.

"Very well," said Wilner, "send for the understudy."

Then Sylvaine reconsidered the matter and looked at Wilner with
intense hatred.

"I'm not doing it for you, I can promise you that," she said, "It's
only because I've got a sense of professional duty."

The curtain went up again and Sylvaine reappeared on the scene.
Wild with anger, she uttered her lines like projectiles.

"She's got Sarah's voice, that child," whispered Baron Gliick, raising
himself in his seat to whisper into his neighbour's ear.
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